amplify even weak cognitive biases in language learning or language use (cf. Smith et al. 2017) We have tested this hypothesis in a diachronic corpus study of highly ambiguous final clusters that arose through system-wide vowel deletion in unstressed syllables at the beginning of the Middle English period. In terms of data, it is based on the ECCE-database (ecce.univie.ac.at), which contains about 370.000 tokens of word forms ending in consonant clusters and covers the period from the middle of the 12 th to the middle of the 18 th century. The data are derived from the Penn Helsinki Parsed Corpora of Middle and Early Modern English (Kroch, Santorini & Delfs 2004 , Kroch & Taylor 2000 . In a statistical investigation of both type and token frequencies, we look for changes in the proportion of word forms that display either lexical or morphologically produced instances of final [sonorant] Our results show a significant trend towards cluster disambiguation: clusters in voiceless /t/ and /s/ have evolved to be increasingly indicative of morphological simplicity, while clusters ending in voiced /d/ and /z/ have come to signal complexity more reliably. The box chart in fig. 1 shows the difference for final sonorant+/t/ vs. sonorant-/d/ clusters on the level of types. The left box represents the distribution expected after schwa loss first produced final /nd/-clusters in words like sinned (/sind/ < /sinəd/) or spilt (/spilt/ < /spiləd/). The right one shows the distribution actually attested after the change. As fig. 2 below shows difference between sonorant+/t/ and sonorant+/d/clusters came to correlate significantly more strongly with the difference between simple and complex word forms. One of the most interesting aspects of our results is that the disambiguation appears to be the cumulative effect of a set of rather diverse changes. They include sporadic sound changes (such as voicing of inflectional -s), morphological changes (the replacement of -Vnd participles by gerund forms ending in -ing), as well as the adoption and loss of specific lexical items. We interpret this to imply a selection bias for word forms that signal their morphological structure reliably. Such a bias may represent a plausible -and so far unrecognized -macro-condition on the cultural evolution of natural languages that constrains the actuation and the spread of changes on various levels of linguistic organization and gives direction to the long-term development of natural languages.
